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According to the deﬁ nition formulated by Orlando 
Ribeiro (1986), the landscape is a product of the past; it is 
the result of forms of land use which have moulded the pre-
sent-day natural environment, and may or may not contain 
material evidence of the past.
h e landscape is thus conceptualised as a historical 
phenomenon, the result of human action on the natural 
environment which has impacts on nature, in terms of the 
introduction, maintenance and destruction and certain 
plant species, and creates new speciﬁ c artiﬁ cial features, like 
monuments, routes and structures.
h ere is a constant dialogue between the landscape as a 
dynamic space and human action, and underlying this rela-
tionship are the following assumptions:
a. the choice of sites for human settlement was strongly 
inﬂ uenced by the natural features of the space;
b. the natural factors which aﬀ ected this choice can be detec-
ted by the analysis of present-day environmental features;
c. the landscape contains information which is essential 
for an understanding of the societies which built it;
d. this knowledge can be accessed through the study of 
the dispersal and conﬁ guration of archaeological remains 
in the landscape;
e. material archaeological remains occupy the concrete 
space or the landscape and have a signiﬁ cant relationship 
with it which allows for an improved understanding of sites 
and the present-day landscape.
h e archaeology of the landscape constitutes a line of research 
whose objective is “to study archaeological remains in accor-
dance with the spatial coordinates in which human action has 
taken place” (González Méndez, 1998/00: 57), a basic premise 
for the management and study of the archaeological record.
h is working strategy enables an understanding of the 
spatial dimension of the archaeological record, enabling the 
improved management and study of archaeological resour-
ces. h e mutual determinism of archaeological data and 
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Figure 1: Field prospection.
174 Gertrudes BRANCO, Leonor ROCHA
ArcheoSciences, revue d’archéométrie, suppl. 33, 2009, p. 173-174
geographical data should be taken into account as part of 
research projects for territorial planning. 
h e success of such projects for the study, understanding and 
enhancement of the archaeological heritage depends crucially 
on the quality and quantity of the information available. In this 
ﬁ eld, archaeological prospecting work is a non-intrusive method 
which enables archaeological data to be obtained. By archaeolo-
gical prospecting work we mean the direct visual survey of the 
land surface with the aim of identifying and recording material 
remains and/or structures related to past human activity.
h e use of Geographic Information Systems (GIS) facilita-
tes planning carried out prior to the execution of archaeolo-
gical prospecting work and the processing and management 
of the data obtained. Such tools allow users to create interac-
tive queries, analyse spatial information (by layer, examining 
archaeological sites and geographic features), edit data and 
maps, and present the results of all these operations.
As research tools, GIS develop new sources of potential for 
the analysis of the human inﬂ uence on the landscape. When 
used in archaeological prospecting work, there is a range of 
new sources of potential which are relevant for scientiﬁ c 
research and territorial planning:
1. for archaeological prospecting work at a preliminary stage: 
1.1 the cartographic representation of areas covered by the project; 
1.2 the signalling of toponymic features which are relevant 
for research;
1.3 the delimitation of areas with archaeological potential 
on the basis of geo-archaeological patterns established for 
the areas being studied;
1.4 the localization of identiﬁ ed archaeological sites during 
the course of previous studies in the ﬁ eld.
2. for archaeological prospecting work at a later stage: 
2.1 the localisation and analysis of sites (as areas for the 
dispersal of materials) considering a range of cartographic 
variables, such as topography, land use, and lithology;
2.2 the cartographic representation of visible land features;
2.3 the cartographic representation of areas which have 
been the object of archaeological prospecting work, identi-
fying areas with no archaeological potential;
2.4 the establishment of settlement patterns on the basis 
of type, chronology of identiﬁ ed sites and the physiographic 
unit of which they form part, deﬁ ning diﬀ erent types of 
landscape: domestic landscapes, fortiﬁ ed landscapes, lands-
capes with art, and landscapes with monuments.
It should be stressed that the goal of the archaeology of the 
landscape is not to reconstruct the morphology of ancient 
landscapes, which a lack of data makes extremely diﬃ  cult, 
but to obtain information which can provide increased 
knowledge about the societies of the past.
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Figure 2: Cartographic representation (SIG) of archaeological pla-
ces in Central Alentejo (Portugal). 
